Effects of cutaneous histamine application in patients with sympathetic reflex dystrophy.
Thirty-six patients suffering from acute reflex sympathetic dystrophy (RSD) were examined in order to evaluate nociceptive C-fibers. Axon reflex vasodilatation was induced by iontophoresis of histamine and recorded (laser Doppler flux). The strength of concomitant sensation was rated on a visual analogue scale, and the quality was characterized as itching or burning pain. Skin temperature was recorded by infrared thermography. The results were compared with investigations of unaffected limbs of patients and volunteers. The histamine-induced sensation on the symptomatic side was more often burning pain than itching (P < 0.001), and skin temperature was increased on the affected limb (P < 0.001). Axon reflex vasodilatation and the strength of sensations were unaltered. In conclusion, this study rules out a significant deterioration of afferent C-fibers in RSD, but gives evidence of sensitization of nociceptive function. This nociceptive sensitization has to be taken into consideration for effective treatment of RSD.